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In later works, Durkheim explained that this need for bonding is what 
makes crime so necessary in a society. Given the possibility that a com-
munity does not have any law violators, the society will change the legal 
definitions of what constitutes a crime to define some of its members as 
criminals. Examples of this are prevalent, but perhaps the most convinc-
ing is that of the Salem witch trials, in which hundreds of individuals were
accused and tried for an almost laughable offense and more than a dozen 
were executed. Although this case is hard to relate to, Durkheim would 
say it was inevitable because crime was so low in the Massachusetts Bay 
Colony (historical records confirm this) that the society had to come up 
with a fabricated criterion for defining certain members of the population 
as offenders.

Other examples are common in everyday life, but the most readily appar-
ent are those in which a group of people are thrown together. The fastest 
way for such a group to bond is to unite over a common enemy, which 
often means forming into cliques and ganging up on others in the group. 
As college students can usually relate to, in a group of three or more 
roommates, two or more of the individuals will quickly join together 
and complain about the others in the housing unit. This is an inevitable 
phenomenon of human interaction and group dynamics that has always 
existed throughout the world across time and place. As Durkheim said, 
even in

a society of saints . . . crimes . . . will there be unknown; but faults which 
appear venial to the layman will create there the same scandal that the 
ordinary offense does in ordinary consciousnesses. . . . This society . . . 
will define these acts as criminal and will treat them as such.15

This is why law enforcement should always be cautious in 
especially during relatively inactive periods, because 
gangs stronger by giving members a common enemy. 
common enemy rears its head,
get along) will come together and “circle the wagons”
in numbers. This usually produces a powerful bonding effect, and one that many sociolo-
gists and especially gang researchers have consistently observed.16

While traditional (mostly mechanical) societies could count on relative consensus in 
regard to moral values and norms, this sometimes led to too much control and stagna-
tion of creative thought. However, Durkheim claimed that progress typically depends 
on deviating from established moral boundaries in a society, especially one in the more 
mechanical stage. There are many examples of this, including virtually all religious icons.
For example, Jesus, Buddha, and Mohammed were all criminally persecuted for deviat-
ing from societal norms in the times when they preached. Political heroes have also been 
prosecuted and incarcerated as criminals, such as Mahatma Gandhi in India, Nelson 
Mandela in South Africa, and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in the United States. Perhaps one
of the most compelling cases is that of scientist and astronomer Galileo, who proposed 
a theory that Earth was not the center of the universe. Even though he was right, he was 
persecuted for this theory because of the demand for strict adherence to the beliefs of his 
society. It is obvious that Durkheim was accurate in saying that the normative structure 
in some societies is so strong that it hinders progress and that crime is the price societies 
pay for progress.

In contrast to the problems of more primitive mechanical societies, modern societies do 
not have such extreme restraint against deviations from the established norms. Rather, 
almost the opposite is true; there are too many differences across groups because the 

Émile Durkheim’s (1858–
1916) theories on the 
progression of societies 
from mechanical to 
organic, as well as the 
“collective conscience” 
and “anomie,” have 
heavily influenced many 
modern theories of crime.
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